THE   LAND    OF   THE   CAESARS                  73

Liberal Democracy had fallen on evil days in Italy
since Mazzini and other exiles had first propounded its
lofty principles. From 1870 to 1922 there were 32 Govern-
ments, with an average life of 18 months each. The lead-
ing politicians were not financially corrupt (and never
have been, with one notorious exception during the years
Immediately after the Great War), but they administered
a political "racket" without parallel, except perhaps in
the United States. It was based on the English Parlia-
mentary system, but each electoral district had a political
boss, or "Grande Elcttorc," who supported one or other
of the groups in Parliament in return for a fixed number
of local rewards for his henchmen, such as jobs in the
Revenue or Customs, or in the railways, schools, post-
office, police, etc. The chosen group sent down an ap-
proved candidate, whose task, when elected, was to see
that his supporters received the promised prizes. Under
this system a large and useless Civil Service grew up, con-
sisting of officials appointed for political reasons, and prac-
tically Irremovable owing to the protection they received
from the local magnate. During a period of 70 years only
one Ministry lost a general election. When in danger of
losing a scat even the most Liberal Ministers had no
hesitation in resorting to acts of violence. At Citta di
Castello, for instance, " the Prefect prevented the electors
from reaching the polling booths by drawing up cordons
of police across the roads; he kept back a howling mob
of would-be voters and finally dispersed them by charging
them, as if they had been rebels and enemies. It was
impossible for the strongest Minister to reform even the
most flagrant of such abuses, for all groups and all parties
were equally guilty and equally interested."*

Under such circumstances the average Italian shunned

* The Making of a Corporate State, by Harold E, Goad.
Christophers, 1932,